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Food Deserts and Access to Food 

The ability to obtain a wide variety of nutritious and affordable foods is an important 
component of food security.  Past studies have measured access to food by determining the 
distance or travel time from consumers’ homes to major food retailers that have annual sales in 
excess of $2 million.  Only major food retailers are included because these “supermarkets” 

carry the variety of foods necessary for a nutritionally adequate diet and 
have lower costs than smaller markets.  During FY 2008, nationwide 
data showed that 84 percent of SNAP benefits were redeemed in 
supermarkets or supercenters, 4 percent in convenience stores, 2 percent 
in other groceries (annual income $500,000 to $2 million) and 9 percent 
in all other places.  Economic Research Service (ERS) defines food 
deserts as “areas with limited access to affordable and nutritious food.”  
For urban areas, households living within a half mile of the nearest 
“supermarket” are designated as having “high” access to nutritious and 

affordable food; households living between half a mile and one mile are designated as having 
“medium” access; and those living more than a mile, “low” access.  These designations were 
developed because it is assumed that low-income urban households have limited access to 
motor vehicles.  In 2009, ERS estimated that 28.5 percent of all U.S. low-income households 
had “high” access to food, 33.3 percent “medium” access and 38.1 percent “low” access.  
Among low-income households without motor vehicles residing in urban areas, ERS estimated 
50.2 percent had “high” access to food, 38.4 percent “medium” access and 11.3 percent “low” 
access.  Households that reside in “low” food access areas without a means of transportation to 
get to a “supermarket” are considered by ERS as households living in food deserts.  These 
households pose a higher risk of food insecurity.  (ERS, Access to Affordable and �utritious 

Food—Measuring and 

Understanding Food Deserts and 

Their Consequences, June 2009).   
 
Most food desert research has 
focused on urban or rural areas, 
attempting to estimate where food 
deserts occur using data 
summarized by block group or 
other small-area geographies—
little attention has been paid to 
suburban areas.  Households in 
suburban areas who have motor 
vehicles typically have easy 
access to a wide variety of 
affordable food sources.  
However, suburban households 
that do not have motor vehicles 
face greater challenges than urban 

“84 percent of S�AP 

benefits in the U.S. were 
redeemed in supermarkets 

or supercenters.”  
 

...Economic Research Service  
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households because suburban housing is less densely 
concentrated and most suburbs lack well developed public 
transportation networks.  The 2010 American Community 
Survey (ACS) conducted by the U.S. Census Bureau estimates 
that only 4.0 percent of Fairfax-Falls Church area households 
do not have a motor vehicle.  The likelihood of not having a 
motor vehicle, however, increases dramatically for low-
income households.  Among households with incomes below 
185 percent of poverty, nearly one out of every six households 

do not have a motor vehicle and nearly a quarter of those households below poverty do not have 
a motor vehicle.  Low-income households containing members age 65 years and older are even 
less likely to have motor vehicles.  Less than half of the households with incomes below 
poverty and at least one member age 65 years or older have motor vehicles. (2010 ACS, 
PUMS).  Although households with incomes up to 130 percent of poverty can qualify for SNAP 
benefits, nearly 90 percent of the Fairfax-Falls Church households receiving benefits have 
incomes below poverty.     
 
Using local information on SNAP recipients and retailers that accept SNAP 
transactions, an analysis was conducted to determine the access of Fairfax-
Falls Church households receiving SNAP benefits to a wide variety of 
nutritious and affordable foods.  The methodology applied by ERS forms the 
basis for the Fairfax-Falls Church analysis.  The ERS study only included 
food retailers that were large supermarkets or supercenters with annual sales 
over $2 million because ERS concluded that these retailers are the only ones 
providing a wide variety of affordable food.  For the Fairfax-Falls Church 
study, a list of all food retailers that accept SNAP transactions were obtained 
from the U.S. Department of Agriculture's SNAP Retailer Locator web site for 
Virginia.  Retailers located in adjacent jurisdictions also were included in the 
analysis if they were located within three-quarters of a mile of the Fairfax-
Falls Church border.  The retailers were classified by type and size using 
information provided by Manta, a web site that provides business 
classifications and estimates of annual sales.  Three general classifications 
were used— supermarkets (grocery stores having annual sales of $2.5 million 
or more), other groceries (grocery stores having annual sales of $500,000 to 
$2.5 million), and other retailers.  A total of 444 stores accept SNAP 
transactions in the Fairfax-Falls Church area; 128 of these stores were 
classified as supermarkets, 22 stores as other groceries and 294 stores as other 
retailers.  Most of the stores classified as supermarkets have multiple locations 
in the Fairfax-Falls Church area.  Large food retailers that require a 
membership fee such as Costco, BJ’s and Sam’s Club were classified as other 
retailers.  Although these membership retailers offer a wide variety of 
nutritious and affordable food and accept SNAP transactions, the membership 
fees may act as a barrier to use. 
 
As with the ERS studies, the Fairfax-Falls Church study considers households 
living within a half-mile of a food retailer to have “high” access, those living 

Fairfax-Falls Church  
Supermarkets 
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Eden Supermarket 

El Grande 
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Food Lion 
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Foodway 

Ft Belvoir Commissary 

Giant Food 

H Mart 

Harris Teeter 

Lotte Plaza 

Magruders 

Mom’s Organic Market 

Safeway 

Shoppers Food Warehouse 

Trader Joe’s 

Walmart 

Wegmans 

Whole Foods Market 

“�early a quarter of 
Fairfax-Falls Church area 

households with incomes 
below poverty do not have a 

motor vehicle.”  
 

...2010, ACS, PUMS   
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more than a half-mile to one-mile of a food retailer are considered to have “medium” access, 
and those living further than a mile are considered to have “low” access.   Unlike the ERS 
study the access of households in the Fairfax-Falls Church area is measured for three 
combinations of food retailers—supermarkets, supermarkets combined with other groceries, 
and all retailers that accept SNAP transactions. 

 
The spatial network analysis conducted by the Fairfax-Falls Church 
study also allows more precise measurement than the ERS 
methodology.  The Fairfax-Falls Church study utilizes actual 
addresses for both households receiving SNAP benefits and food 
retailers that accept these transactions.  In addition, the study uses 
the Fairfax-Falls Church area’s actual road network to determine 
travel distances to food retailers because pedestrians typically must 
walk along roadways to get to stores.  The results of the Fairfax-
Falls Church network analysis provides information on households 

receiving SNAP benefits that have “high,” “medium” or “low” access to food retailers.     
 
Unfortunately, motor vehicle information specific to these households receiving SNAP benefits 
is not available, but Census’s ACS information suggests that a substantial proportion of these 
households may not have motor vehicles.  The areas of Fairfax-Falls Church that have “low” 
access to supermarkets are what researchers conventionally label as ‘food deserts’ for 
households without motor vehicles.  Households without motor vehicles living in food deserts 
must find alternative ways to travel to food retailers—using public transportation, relying on 
others for transportation, using taxis, etc—or shop at smaller retailers with higher prices and 
less nutritional variety. 
 
The Fairfax-Falls Church study of households receiving SNAP benefits found that 37.1 percent 
of all households and 
40.7 percent of 
households with 
members age 65 and 
older live in “low” 
food access areas 
when only the largest 
food retailers are 
considered, 
supermarkets and 
supercenters.  These 
are the stores that 
offer the greatest 
nutritional variety and 
the most affordable 
prices.  Walking more 
than half a mile to 
shop for food may be 
difficult for many 

Access to Food Sources 
Households Receiving SNAP Benefits 

 
All Households 

Households with Members 
Age 65 and Older 

High Medium Low High Medium Low 

Access to  
Supermarkets 

25.1% 37.8% 37.1% 24.9% 34.4% 40.7% 

Access to  
Supermarkets & 
Other Groceries 

30.9% 38.6% 30.5% 28.3% 34.6% 37.1% 

Access to All 
Food Retailers 

49.4% 32.5% 18.1% 44.4% 33.3% 22.3% 

Source:  Fairfax County Department of Neighborhood and Community Services, Economic, Demo-
graphic and Statistical Research, SNAP Network Analysis, November 2011. 

“Three quarters of the Fairfax-

Falls Church senior households 

receiving S�AP benefits live 
more than a half mile from a 

supermarket.”  
 

...�eighborhood and Community Services  
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persons but especially for older persons and persons with disabilities.  Three quarters of the 
Fairfax-Falls Church households containing members age 65 years or older live more than half 
a mile from a supermarket.  Among these seniors receiving SNAP benefits, 54.6 percent are 75 
years or older and 14.0 percent are 85 years and older. 

 
A second spatial network analysis was conducted on the calendar 
year 2010 emergency food requests received by Coordinated Services 
Planning (CSP).  Households requesting emergency food supplies are 
those experiencing low food security.  The majority of requests for 
emergency food are fulfilled using community-based resources such 
as food pantries and distributions of food from motor vehicles that 
park at specific distribution locations.  The addresses of the persons 
requesting emergency food and the addresses of emergency food 
distribution sites were used to conduct the analysis.  Requests that 

came from addresses within a walkable half mile of an emergency food distribution site were 
considered to have “high” access to emergency food supplies; requests from addresses that 
were a half mile to one mile had “medium” access, and those more than a mile had “low” 
access.  However, it should be noted that proximity to an emergency food distribution site does 
not insure that food is available from that site when the request was made. 
 
The results of the spatial network analysis on the Fairfax-Falls Church area emergency food 
requests revealed that most of these requests (79.4 percent) came from areas with “low” access 
to emergency food distribution sites.  Less than one out of every ten requests for emergency 
food came from a “high” access area that was within a half mile of an emergency food 
distribution site.  The remaining 10.8 percent of emergency food requests came from 
“medium” access areas that were a half mile to one mile from an emergency food distribution 
site. 

“79.4 percent of emergency 
food requests that came 

through CSP came from areas 
with ‘low’ access to emergency 

food distribution sites.”  
 

...�eighborhood and Community Services  

Access to Emergency Food Distribution Sites 
Households Requesting Emergency Food Through CSP 

 

CSP Emergency Food Requests 

High Medium Low 

Access to Emergency Food 
Distribution Site 

9.8% 10.8% 79.4% 

Source:  Fairfax County Department of Neighborhood and Community Services, Economic, Demo-
graphic and Statistical Research, Emergency Food Requests Network Analysis, November 2011. 
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